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The Torment of Exile and the Aesthetics of Nostalgia:
Transnational Chinese Neo-Romanticism in Xu Xu’s
Post-War Fiction

Frederik H. Green
San Francisco State University

“I changed from one job to the next, drifted from place to place […].
I sold my songs and my stories to make a living, and in the end, I drifted
to Hong Kong” (Xu 2008, 6:406).1 It is in this way that the first-person
narrator of Xu Xu’s 徐訏 (1908−80) novella Bird Talk 鳥語 (1951) ends
up stranded in Hong Kong. He arrives alone, the reader later learns, without his fiancée Yunqian, who has stayed behind in mainland China. Bird
Talk was among the first works of fiction that Xu Xu wrote in Hong Kong
after leaving Shanghai in 1950, in the wake of the founding of the People’s Republic. Like many other mainland émigrés, Xu Xu initially believed
that his stay in Hong Kong would be a temporary exile at best. In Shanghai, he left behind his wife whom he had married the previous year and a
two-month old daughter. Xu Xu’s exile would last three decades and only
came to end when he passed away in the Ruttonjee Hospital in Wan Chai
on Hong Kong Island on October 5, 1980, without ever having returned
1

All translation, unless otherwise indicated, are my own. Full translations of Bird
Talk, The All- Souls Tree, Ghost Love and two other novellas are forthcoming in
Bird Talk and Other Tales. The Fictional Worlds of Xu Xu, translated by Frederik H.
Green, to be published by Stone Bridge Press in 2019.
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to China. Like the lonely narrator in Bird Talk, Xu Xu reluctantly had to
make Hong Kong his new home.
Nostalgia and a yearning for the lost homeland constitutes, according to Wolfgang Kubin, the defining characteristic of postwar diasporic
literature in Chinese, beginning in the 1950s and pervading well into the
present (Kubin 2005, 259−67). This literary phenomenon is particularly
visible in Hong Kong’s post-war literature, most of which was produced by
writers who had sought exile in the British colony after leaving the newly
founded People’s Republic of China (PRC) and who are collectively referred to as “writers who came south 南來作家.” To Lo Wai Luen, the expression of a deep felt sense of homesickness 滿懷的鄉思 thus became
central not only to the creative work of Xu Xu, but also to many of Xu’s
contemporaries in Hong Kong, such as Sima Chengfeng 司馬長風 and
Li Huiying 李輝英, both of whom came to Hong Kong in 1949 and 1950
respectively (Lo 1998, 118−19). Nostalgia and homesickness also became
a defining feature in the poetry of émigré writers like Li Kuang 力匡, Zhao
Zifan 趙滋蕃 or Xu Xu, who, besides writing fiction, published several
volumes of poetry in Hong Kong (Leung 2009, 24; Chan 2009, 52). Nostalgia and homesickness as expressed in the works of these émigré writers,
these critics argue, are inevitably tied up to the physical condition of exile
in Hong Kong. To them, nostalgia was the catharsis through which these
writers could express the pain of having had to leave their homes in mainland China and through which their pain could be made tangible for readers who shared a similar fate. Svetlana Boym calls this practice “restorative
nostalgia,” namely a process through which an exile attempts to rebuild a
lost home and patch up memory gaps (Boym 2002, 41−48).
Physical exile certainly was a painful reality for Xu Xu. Restorative
nostalgia might to some extent have informed his literary activity in those
years. However, nostalgia in Xu Xu’s postwar fiction, I will argue in this
paper, constitutes above all the expression of a quest for a purely aesthetic
utopia that had already begun to take shape in his pre-war oeuvre and that
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came to full fruition in his post-war fiction. By analyzing a number of Xu
Xu’s novellas from Hong Kong, such as Bird Talk, The Other Shore 彼岸
(1951), and The All-Souls Tree 百靈樹 (1954), I will show that nostalgia
in Xu’s fiction is ultimately time and place unspecific, and that Xu himself
was aware of the limits and fallacy of restorative nostalgia. Nostalgia, I will
illustrate, was a way for Xu Xu to give expression both to a real sense of loss
as well as a sense of metaphysical homelessness that did not directly result
from his exile in Hong Kong, but that is bound up with the experience of
modernity and the reality of China’s cultural post-war politics. Nostalgia
thus becomes the expression of a literary aesthetic that connects Xu Xu to a
number of other writers who are typically associated with a twentieth-century revival of romanticism, foremost Hermann Hesse (1877−1962). Like
for Xu Xu, the expression of nostalgia was as much an aesthetic gesture for
Hesse as it was a political gesture. My reading of Xu Xu’s use of nostalgia
thus challenges conventional interpretations of the use of nostalgia in postwar Chinese literature and enhances our understanding of the interplay of
aesthetics and politics in the work of Chinese writers in exile.
In my analysis of Xu’s work in the context of neo-romanticism, I will
draw on the work of Michael Löwy who understands the romantic critique
of modernity as bound up with an experience of loss. “The Romantic vision,” Löwy writes, “is characterized by the painful and melancholic conviction that in the modern reality something precious has been lost, at the
level of both individuals and humanity at large; certain essential human
values have been alienated. This alienation, keenly sensed, is often experienced as exile […]” (Löwy 2001, 21). Löwy quotes Friedrich Schlegel as
speaking of the soul, the seat of humanness, as living “under the willows
of exile (unter den Trauerweiden der Verbannung),” far removed from
the true hearth of homeland (Löwy 2001, 21). It is precisely this sense of
metaphysical homelessness, I will argue, that lies at the root of the nostalgic
longing expressed by Xu Xu’s fictional protagonists. Yet Löwy’s study on
romanticism informs this paper in another way. Löwy understands roman-
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ticism as a highly diverse movement the numerous strands of which can
be found in genres and literatures not usually thought to be part of the
romantic canon. By drawing on Xu’s own critical writing on the role of
the artist in society and by illustrating his intellectual proximity to writers
and thinkers of the romantic movement, I will argue that Xu Xu’s postwar fiction contributes to a transnational romantic canon and constitutes
a creative engagement with romantic aesthetics that links modern Chinese
literature to global literary modernity.
Xu Xu’s literary oeuvre has been linked to post- or neo-romanticism ever since his “rediscovery” by mainland scholars in the 1980s (Yan
1986 and 1989; Geng 2004).2 Yan Jiayan was among the first to describe
Xu’s pre-war work as “brimming with the hue of romanticism,” emphasizing Xu’s tendency to create fantastic plots in exoticized settings and his
fascination with romance (Yan 1989, 309). Yan’s categorization of Xu
as a “post-romantic” appears to follow the logic that Xu’s work appeared
chronologically after those of an earlier group of Chinese writers typically
referred to as “romantics” and discussed by Yan in the same study. These
writers, who include Guo Moruo 郭沫若 (1892−1978), Tian Han 田漢
(1898−1968), and Yu Dafu 郁達夫 (1896−1945), had come into contact with the works of European romantics such as Goethe, Coleridge, or
Lord Byron while studying abroad and began to emulate (at least temporarily) the celebration of nature, sublime love, subjectivism, and idealism
typical of 19th-centruy European romantic literature. It was thus primarily
the ubiquitousness of certain “romantic” sensibilities and characteristics as
displayed by these May Fourth and pre-war writers that led Yan and other
scholars―including Leo Lee in his seminal study of Chinese romanticism
(Lee 1973)―to place the works of Yu Dafu or Xu Xu into the romantic
2

Like the works of many other Republican-period writers, Xu Xu works were unavailable to readers in mainland China and only reappeared in the 1980s. The
reasons are discussed below. Most mainland Chinese studies of Xu’s work tend to
focus on his pre-war oeuvre.
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canon, and less the question of whether or not they constituted a “genuine
Chinese romanticism” that developed as a conscious or unconscious literary response to certain socio-cultural phenomena, in the way European
romanticism is usually understood as a reaction to French Enlightenment
ideals and the Industrial Revolution (Safransky 2007; Berlin 1999).
The term “neo-romanticism” is itself not unproblematic. In the West,
it has—at least since the 1930s—been used to describe all movements after around 1890 that countered Naturalism (Kimmich 1937, 126−37;
Schwede 1987, 26−36). Simultaneously, it has been linked to the effects of
mechanization and mass warfare, especially in 20th-century Europe. Characterized by a boundless subjectivism and a turning away from the present, neo-romantic works of literature were believed to excessively celebrate
aestheticism, ignore ethical concerns, and portray an overreaching and
isolating individualism. Particularly manifest in poetry, neo-romanticism
celebrated exotic locales, like renaissance-Italy, and displayed an interest in
myths, sagas and the marvelous. It was linked to French Symbolism, but
also to the aesthetics of the Art Nouveau movements and Impressionism.
Stefan George, himself considered a representative of neo-romaticism, was
credited with defining a loose canon of neo-romantic poets through his anthology of European poets termed Contemporary Poetry (Zeitgenössische
Dichtung) from 1913, which included poems by Swinburne, Dowson,
Koos, Verlaine, Mallarmé, Rimbaud and others. In fiction, an individual’s
search for a unique spiritual and physical identity amidst the backdrops
of nature and modern civilization and the role of art in the formation of
personal identity are seen as intrinsic to the neo-romantic sensitivity. The
turn-of-the century works of Gerhart Hauptmann, the brothers Heinrich
and Thomas Mann, and Hermann Hesse, through their aesthetic escapism
and exoticism, are usually ascribed neo-romantic tendencies. As my analysis of a number of Xu’s critical essays will show, Xu himself was acutely
aware of these literary phenomena. At the same time, as I will illustrate, his
literary works not only shared some of the aesthetic concerns of his roman-
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tic and neo-romantic predecessors, but, more importantly, were born out of
similar socio-political concerns and responded to similar socio-cultural phenomena. It is for this reason, I will ultimately argue, that Xu’s work needs to
be read within the context of what I call “transnational romanticism.”
Unlike the fictional protagonist in Bird Talk, Xu Xu arrived in Hong
Kong as a literary celebrity. According to Murong Yujun, Xu Xu’s readers
would frequently track him down at the Gloucester Café in Causeway Bay,
clasping copies of his books and asking him for a signature (Murong 2003,
15). Xu Xu had been one of the most popular writers of the Republican
period. He had shot to stardom in pre-war Shanghai with exotic romances
such as Goddess of the Arabian See 阿剌伯海的女神 (1936) or Ghost Love
鬼戀 (1937), stories in which confident and modern urban first-person
narrators fall in love with mysterious women who would invariably challenge the narrator’s professed rationality. Xu Xu eventually left Shanghai in
1942 for Chongqing where his epic spy-romance The Rustling Wind 風蕭
蕭 (1942) set in occupied Shanghai was serialized to great acclaim in the
wartime paper Saodang Bao 掃蕩報.3 Xu Xu briefly returned to Shanghai
in 1946 and with the help of Liu Yichang 劉以鬯 (1918−2018) began to
publish his wartime works, many of which had previously only appeared
in journals or newspapers (Liu 2002a, 208). These books met with great
success: The Rustling Wind went through three print runs in less than a
year and Ghost Love had gone through nineteen print runs by the end 1949
(Green 2011, 89).
Yet while the reading public was fond of Xu Xu’s exotic first-person
narratives that challenged conventional perceptions of reality, the leftist literary establishment had long been critical of Xu Xu’s fictional project. In
1938, the influential Marxist critic Ba Ren 巴人, pen name of Wang Renshu 王任叔 (1901−72), had called Xu’s fiction as “a bomb full of poison,”
3

Because The Rustling Wind and others of Xu Xu’s works were so popular all over
unoccupied China, some publishers named 1943 “The Year of Xu Xu” 徐訏年, see
Rosenmeier 2018, 62.
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capable of “extinguishing the fighting spirit of thousands of revolutionaries”
(Wang 1995, 65−67), while in 1945, Shi Huaichi 石壞池 (1925−45?),
another leftist critic, had urged readers “not to read Xu’s books anymore
[…] and to throw them into the cesspool” (Shi 1945, 151−54).4 Once the
Communist Party had assumed power in China and established the People’s Republic, it did not take long for Xu Xu to realize that his pre-war
literary legacy would invariably turn out to be a considerable liability and
he decided to temporarily relocate to Hong Kong.
What both Ba Ren and Shi Huaichi had taken issues with was Xu
Xu’s obvious rejection of and opposition to the realist tradition that the
literary left had been promoting in earnest since at least the founding of
the League of Leftist Writers 中國左翼作家聯盟 in 1930. Xu Xu’s fiction, Shi Huaichi argued, would invariably cause the reader to “distance
[oneself ] from that cruel struggle between old and new that is currently
being carried out all around us […]” and instead “invite [one] to enter an
illusionary world” (Shi 1945, 153). Xu would not have disagreed with the
charge. In fact, he had frequently displayed his overt preference for the aesthetic value of illusion over realist methods in his fiction. In The Goddess
of the Arabian Sea, for example, the protagonist who falls in love with a
mysterious woman on board a steamer to Europe declares at one point that
“I want to pursue all artistic fantasies, because their beauty to me is reality,” and then announces that “in this world there are people who pursue
dreams of the real 求真實的夢, while I seek out the real within dreams 求
夢的真實” (Xu 2008, 5:219).
Xu Xu’s insistence on the artistic value of illusions resonates with
Bergsonian concepts of intuition that he had become interested in while
studying in Paris in the 1930s (Green 2011: 89−90). Henri Bergson
4

Shi Huachi was the penname of Fudan University graduate Shu Yiren 束衣人. The
essay quoted here is from an anthology of critical essays that was published posthumously and prefaced by Jin Yi 靳以 (1909−59), another prominent Marxist critic
and writer.
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(1859−1941), a philosopher who himself is considered an heir to the romantic movement and who had a major impact on European modernists
such as Proust, Virginia Woolf and T. S. Eliot, appealed to the artist to seek
for truths and realities beyond the purely mimetic. Like Schelling before
him, who saw in the aesthetic act the highest act of reason, Bergson believed that the artist was in an advantageous position to grapple intuition,
an instinct that has become disinterested and capable of reflecting upon its
object and of enlarging it indefinitely. This belief in the artist’s ability to
grapple with truths that lay beyond the reach of science greatly appealed to
Xu Xu and he frequently explored it in his fiction. In his 1947 novella Hallucination 幻覺, for example, the protagonist claims to briefly unite with
his deceased lover once a day when she appears as an apparition at sunrise
and proclaims to the incredulous narrator that “illusions and reality are very
difficult to tell apart, for reality may consist of the common illusions of the
majority, while an illusion can be one person’s reality” (Xu 2008, 5:72).
The question of what constituted the appropriate way to depict reality remained a highly contested topic in the newly founded PRC. While the
May Forth period had seen a flourishing of literary realism that was largely
inspired by the works of Dostoevsky, Zola or Dickens and that was concerned with making visible the societal deficiencies of Republican-era China, Soviet-style socialist realism became the only officially sanctioned art
form in the PRC. Declared the new artistic orthodoxy by Mao Zedong in
his famous speech from 1942 at the Yan’an Forum for Literature and Arts,
socialist realism had been introduced to China a few years earlier by the
Marxist critic Zhou Yang 周揚 (1907−89). Zhou Yang had laid the theoretical foundation for its implementation in an essay entitled “Thoughts on
Realism” 現實主義試論 from 1936. Pointing out the indisputable correlation between political art and political doctrine, Zhou Yang stated that
the “[n]ew realist methods must be based on a correct modern worldview.
A correct worldview can guarantee true understanding of the laws of social
development […]; it can also greatly enhance the ideological force of artis-
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tic creation” (Zhou 1996, 339).
Even in his Hong Kong exile, Xu Xu remained invested in the question of what constituted the appropriate artistic approach to depicting reality. At the same time, he was highly critical of politicization of literature
and art in the PRC and frequently commented on the new literary climate
that prevailed in China. In an essay from 1954 entitled “Some Thoughts on
Realism” 從寫實主義談起, Xu writes that realism in the West originally
had come about in the nineteenth century as a reaction to romanticism and
that it corresponded to the rise of positivism and materialism in philosophy
(Xu 2008, 10:145). Its prominence in the arts began to wane, Xu continues, in the late nineteenth century with the onset of modern psychology,
especially Freudianism, which in philosophy gave rise to a new interest in
idealism. To Xu, the various contemporary artistic currents, such as “surrealism, symbolism, neo-romanticism and existentialism all came about as a
reaction to realism” because “humans have a desire for their own minds to
explore dreams and illusions in order to obtain a deeper understanding of
reality” (Xu 2008, 10:145). This is because “among the totality of reality a
person can grasp, there is nothing like the reality that can be engaged with
in one’s mind. Even the external world examined by an individual is nothing but the impressions and experiences that exist in one individual’s mind”
(Xu 2008, 10:145). Xu Xu then points out that in the Soviet Union and
the countries behind the Iron Curtain, realism in the form of “new realism”
新現實主義 or “scientific realism” 科學現實主義 has become inseparable from politics, because it is now meant to reflect political reality and to
promote politics. However, for Xu Xu, “the mission of literature and art
lies beyond the realm of politics” (Xu 2008, 10:147). He personally has
nothing against individuals who choose “to walk the old road of realism”
走寫實主義的舊路, Xu concludes, it is just that “I personally feel that
realism cannot satisfy me” (Xu 2008, 10:147).
While Xu’s criticism in “Some Thoughts on Realism” was clearly
aimed at the state of literature in mainland China, it is important to note
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that Xu Xu was equally critical of the politicization of literature in Taiwan and Hong Kong. Anti-communism, whether aimed at the PRC or at
the Soviet Union, as Michelle Yeh reminds us, was a major component of
postwar cultural policy in Chiang Kai-shek’s 蔣介石 (1911−75) Taiwan
(Yeh 2007, 120). Hong Kong, on the other hand, had been attributed an
important role in America’s psychological warfare against the PRC, and
the United States Information Service (USIS) in Hong Kong came to
sponsor a great deal of literature that denounced the new regime and that
became known as “Greenback Culture” 綠背文化. Lu Yishi 路易士 was
a prominent writer and poet who frequently wrote for journals supported
by the USIS, and Eileen Zhang 張愛玲 wrote her novel The Rice-Sprout
Song about the land reform in communist China under their commission.5
Xu Xu had left Shanghai in 1950 for political reasons and he remained
an outspoken critic of the CCP’s cultural policies throughout his exile in
Hong Kong. However, his indictment of the promotion of anti-Communist propaganda in both Taiwan and Hong Kong was equally scathing. In
an essay from 1955 he wrote that
[m]uch of Taiwan’s literature is anti-Communist 反共, but in an
immature way. In fact, there is likewise a lot of anti-Communist
literature from Hong Kong and South Asia, but it is all equally
lacking and immature. And what makes an intelligent person feel
astonished is that the more this literature gets promoted the worse
it gets and the more it resembles the conceptualized and formalized literature of the mainland (Xu 1991, 275).
Free from the limitations of state-prescribed socialist realism in the
5

Liu Yichang remarks that most immigrant writers who wrote for the United States
Information Service did so primarily for economic considerations since it was very
difficult to make a living as a writer or intellectual in postwar Hong Kong (Liu
2002b, 203).
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PRC or the proto-fascist policies toward artistic expression of the KMT
in Taiwan, Xu Xu in his early Hong Kong fiction continued to engage
with Bergsonian phenomenology while also exploring new topical and
aesthetic concerns. His novella Bird Talk, written shortly after he had arrived in Hong Kong and serialized in the literary supplement of the Sing
Tao Evening Post 星島晚報, perfectly embodies his aesthetic vision from
those years. The narrator of Bird Talk is similar to first-person narrators
who populated much of his pre-war fiction in that he shares elements of
Xu Xu’s biography and narrates a personal experience that largely defies
rational explanation. The setting of the story in pre-war rural China and
Shanghai and the exploration of nostalgia and homelessness, on the other
hand, would become the hallmark of his fictional oeuvre from Hong Kong.
Bird Talk opens with the narrator receiving a worn copy of the Diamond
Sutra and a letter which informs him of the death a certain nun named
Juening 覺寧 (The One Who Attained Peace). The letter greatly saddens
the narrator, and evokes in him memories of China from before his exile
in Hong Kong, the account of which is narrated as a long flashback and
constitutes the main body of Bird Talk.
Because he is suffering from a bout of depression, the reader learns
once the flashback gets under way, the narrator had decided to leave Shanghai temporarily to convalesce in the countryside. While staying with his
grandmother in his ancestral village, he encounters Yunqian, a shy and introvert young woman whose autistic features cause the villagers to slight
her. The narrator, however, is drawn to her mysterious charm, especially
after he witnesses one morning that she appears to be able to communicate
with birds:
It was a hazy morning. The sky was colorless except for a faint red
glow in the east, but soon, the singing of birds could be heard. […]
Then, I heard a response from beyond the fence and immediately
caught sight of the girl, wearing a grey dress, her hair done up in
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two braids. Right at that moment, a chorus of birds began chirping from inside the bamboo grove […]. The girl raised her head.
Her face was round, and her eyes shone brightly. A happy smile
lay on her face. The sounds she was making were beautiful. They
did not quite sound like those of a bird nor did they sound like
singing. The girl and the two birds seemed like old acquaintances
(Xu 2008, 6:375).
Intrigued by her unusual talent, the narrator offers to school Yunqian in
math and Chinese, hoping that she might teach him bird talk in return.
Yunqian, however, is just as unreceptive to modern schooling as the narrator is unable to learn bird talk. However, when one day she happens to
come across a poem the narrator had written the previous day, she expresses
an instant liking for it and the narrator realizes that despite her limited
literacy, she is highly susceptible to poetry. The two start to read Tang poetry the meaning and beauty of which Yunqian seems to grasp intuitively.
When the narrator has to return to Shanghai, he decides to take Yunqian
with him. However, in the bustling modern city, she is deeply unhappy and
reverts to her shy and introvert self. When she eventually begs the narrator
to let her return home, he decides to abandon his own life in the city and to
live with Yunqian in the countryside. On their way back to their ancestral
village where they plan to get married, they overnight in a small nunnery.
In the nunnery, Yunqian is introduced to the Diamond Sutra and she displays the same intuitive understanding as when she had first encountered
poetry. This then prompts the narrator to leave her in the nunnery and
return to Shanghai alone: “I knew Yunqian was a rare soul; she belonged
here, she did not belong to the mundane world. Here she was her complete
radiant self; here she had found complete happiness” (Xu 2008, 6:405).
Back in Shanghai, the narrator leads a meaningless life full of sin and regret
until years later, he “eventually drifted to Hong Kong” (Xu 2008, 6:406).
It is here where he receives the news of the passing of Yunqian who had
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changed her name to Juening after her ordination. The novel ends with
a line from the Diamond Sutra, read out under tears by the narrator: “As
many beings as there are in this world of being […] all there must be delivered by me in the perfect world of Nirvana […]” (Xu 2008, 6:407).
Bird Talk epitomizes Xu’s view of the function and role of art in society. Yunqian has an intuitive ability to appreciate art and Buddhist sutras
in a sensually cognitive way that enlarges her consciousness. In addition,
her unusual gift to communicate with birds makes her part of the sublime
spheres of nature and the universe. It was access to such spheres that romantics like Schelling (and Bergson a century later) believed the genuine
work of art might enable. Xu in what reads like a genuine act of romantic
irony at first reverses this process in that Yunqian, who already possesses a
transcendental self-consciousness because of her ability to communicate
with birds, gains access to the conventional world of man of education
and socialization by way of the very means that are thought to transport
man away from normality: art, or, in this case, poetry. Xu Xu’s use of irony
here reminds us of Lu Xun’s novella The Diary of a Madman 狂人日記
(1918). It is only in what appears to society as a state of mental confusion or madness that the protagonist is able to gain true understanding of
the cannibalistic and self-destructive nature of China’s society. Yet Xu Xu’s
use of irony differs from that of Lu Xun in a fundamental way. While Lu
Xun clearly laments China’s national deficiency the root of which he sees
planted in centuries of Confucian socialization, Xu Xu’s lament is that of
modern man, indicting not Chinese society, or society at large, but modern
man’s inability to be one with nature and to see beyond the scientifically
proven and socially accepted. Lu Xun is not nostalgic. On the contrary, his
plea to “save the children” at the end of his novel is clearly directed toward
a utopian future.
Xu Xu’s quote from the Diamond Sutra also terminates Bird Talk on
a utopian note. Yet while Yunqian, as the reader is made to infer, might
have reached nirvana, the narrator, who through her gained a glimpse of
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its attainability, remains behind in Hong Kong, a city he now reluctantly
calls home. Only when he leaves the city and ventures into the mountains
(presumably the then still largely undeveloped New Territories) is his mind
transported back to a lost paradise that is no less utopian: “Every time I
travel to the countryside and gaze at the mountains and streams and the
lush forests, and I hear the sound of birds singing, the figure of Yunqian
flashes into my memory” (Xu 2008, 6:406). Wang Pu has described Xu
Xu’s fictional reminiscences and his celebration of the pastoral beauty of
his childhood home that we see in Bird Talk and several other of his Hong
Kong stories as the expression of his nostalgia for his lost home, or, as she
puts it, the “elegiac mourning for a pastoral of former days” 田園牧歌式
往日的傷悼 (Wang 2003, 101). Another example of this can be found
in Xu’s novella Elopement 私奔 (1951, translated as “Sister Tsui-ling” by
George Kao 喬志高 [1912−2008]) that consists of a first-person narrator’s reminiscences of his childhood in Fengyang village, an idyllic place
where he used to roam the fields with his friends, had a childhood crush on
the lovable and beautiful Cuiling, and was saved from a drifting sampan by
the heroic Zhiming. It is with Zhiming that Cuiling eventually eloped, to
avoid an arranged marriage, a plan that she only shared with the narrator
whom she called her little brother. Cuiling and Zhiming eventually end
up in Shanghai where the narrator meets them one day several years later,
only to notice to his great dismay that the idols of his youth had become
frighteningly ordinary members of the urban bourgeoisie. “All the beautiful images which had projected themselves in my child’s mind,” he soberly
concludes, “disappeared in the face of reality” (Xu 1974, 113).
Both Bird Talk and Elopement clearly idealize rural China of the Republican era and are expressions of the kind of nostalgia for a bygone era
and a lost home that characterizes much of Hong Kong post-war fiction by
émigré writers. At the same time, both stories embody a kind of nostalgia
that Michael Löwy believes to be at the center of all romantic nostalgia,
namely the nostalgia or longing for an idealized pre-capitalist past where
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the past becomes the locus onto which the narrator’s longing is directed, a
homeland to which Schlegel’s exiled soul could return to, but which in its
pastoral beauty might never have existed in the first place. “This Romantic
restitutionism,” Löwy argues, “may indeed be deemed the most important
of all, from both the qualitative and quantitative viewpoint […]. It is the
closest to the essence of the overall phenomenon [of Romanticism], given
that nostalgia for a pre-capitalist state lies at the heart of this worldview”
(Löwy 2001, 59). According to Löwy, it finds articulation in the writing
of romantics such as Novalis and Coleridge, but also in the neo-romantic
work of Gottfried Ben or Julius Evola, both of whom expressed in their
work “their hatred of the modern world in its bourgeois, capitalist, urban,
scientific” and their “dreams of a primitive past of instinctual life (Löwy
2001, 68).
Xu Xu himself observed this tendency of certain twentieth-century
modernists to articulate in their works a skepticism toward the limits of scientific progress, radical finalism and mechanism. In his 1954 essay entitled
“A Hard-born Era” 難產時代, Xu Xu writes that
[f ]ollowing World War One, artistic and intellectual culture underwent tremendous changes. The promises of the nineteenth century
of a mechanized civilization and the foundations that had believed
to be unshakable all started to shake. The assumption that human
kind had touched the cornerstone of progress suddenly began to
lose its credibility after World War One (Xu 2008, 10:161).
As a result, Xu Xu argues, literature lost its confidence in mankind. “The
literature of the Twentieth Century,” Xu Xu writes, “is a literature of ‘doubt
懷疑.’ All great writers began to explore in their souls worlds of gloom and
terror, of mysticism and desperation” (Xu 2008, 10:162). This new literature, he continues, “no longer has any trust in the kind of reality produced
by mankind” (Xu 2008, 10:162). In addition, Xu Xu notes that “under the
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illuminating effects of new developments in psychology, notions of what
constitutes ‘reality 現實’ and what constitutes subjective illusions 主觀的
幻覺 have become increasingly difficult to separate” (Xu 2008, 10:162).
Xu then provides a list of some of the writers whom he considers masters
of this new type of literature: “There are the Germans Hermann Hesse and
Thomas Mann, the Frenchmen Marcel Proust and André Gide, the Englishmen James Joyce [sic] and T. S. Elliot and the American Faulkner”
(Xu 2008, 10:163).
Xu’s reference to Hermann Hesse (1877−1962) is particularly noteworthy here, because of the many strikingly similar aesthetic concerns explored in their respective literary oeuvres. Hesse, one of the most prominent heirs of the romantic movement, had been awarded the Nobel Prize
for literature in 1946 while Xu was a correspondent for Saodang Bao in
Washington. Xu must have felt an artistic kinship with Hesse: Both had an
apparent preference for first-person (and at times quasi-autobiographical)
narrators, and both frequently made use of changing narrative perspectives
that switched between first and second-person narration. Both engaged
with mysticism, spiritualism and the surreal in their work, and both celebrated in their fiction and poetry the sublimity of love. Furthermore, the
image of the restless wanderer, epitomized in Hesse’s iconic Steppenwolf
found his counterpart in many of Xu Xu’s Hong Kong novellas, such as the
disillusioned narrator in Bird Talk, the love sick wanderer in his novel The
Other Shore or the heart-broken narrator in the novel Time and Brightness
時與光 (1966) who likewise finds himself stranded in Hong Kong.
Especially The Other Shore, a tale about love found and lost, resembles
some of Hesse’s most famous works, such as Siddhartha (1922), Hesse’s
iconic tale about a spiritual journey of self-discovery.6 The memory of har6

While some of Hesse’s works were translated into Chinese in the 1920s and 1930s,
Hesse was not a particularly influential author during the Republican period. Zhao
Jingshen 趙景深 wrote articles about Hesse and translated some of his early short
works into Chinese, which appeared in The Short Story Magazine 小說月報. Sid-
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mony and beauty the narrator in The Other Shore once experienced while
in love with Lulian, a nurse who saves him from suicide and whose own
suicide is triggered by the narrator’s betrayal of her, becomes the object
of the narrator’s nostalgia during a long stay a lighthouse. There, a combination of quasi-religious epiphanies and the wisdom of an old lighthouse
keeper give him a glimpse of hope of once more attaining the sublime state
of bliss he had felt around Lulian. His experience somewhat mirrors that
of Hesse’s protagonist in Siddhartha who comes to the realization that it is
only through a totality of experiences that one can gain glimpses of understanding, and who has a first taste of enlightenment while living with the
wise ferryman Vasudeva by the river in which he had originally attempted
to drown himself.
Both Hesse and Xu displayed religious eclecticism in their works, and
while Siddhartha as well as The Other Shore or Bird Talk clearly carry Buddhist overtones, it is important to note that neither Hesse nor Xu Xu had
much interest in the ritualistic aspect of religion or believed that any one
religion could lead to salvation, but rather insisted that it was only through
the overcoming of self that there could be a return to or fusion with the
origin of the universe. If for the young Xu Xu, Europe and Western civilization had been a source of inspiration and longing, it was the East and
its mysticism that had a particular appeal to Hesse. His Journey to the East
(1932), for example, is told by a first-person narrator called H.H. who,
together with a group of famous historical figures, embarks on a pilgrimage to the East in search of the ultimate Truth. Their journey, the narrator
proclaims, “was not only mine and now; this procession of believers and
disciples towards the Home of Light […] was only a wave in the eternal
dhartha did not appear in Chinese translation until 1974, when it was published
in Taiwan as Song of a Vagabond 流浪者之歌, while Steppenwolf, which appeared
the same year, was translated as Wolf of the Steppes 荒野之狼. Most Chinese scholarship on Hesse has since explored the influence Chinese thought has exerted on
Hesse, and not vice-versa.
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striving of human beings, of the eternal strivings of the human spirit towards the East, towards Home” (Hesse 1956, 12−13). Their destination,
then, is equally nostalgic-utopian as the quest of the narrator in Xu Xu’s
The Other Shore or Bird Talk.
In Journey to the East, Hesse appears to explore a phenomenon that
Georg Steiner once so aptly termed “nostalgia for the absolute” in his 1974
Massey lecture series of the same title. Steiner argues that it was the erosion of religious life in nineteenth- and twentieth century Europe and the
resulting moral and emotional vacuum that made humans seek out alternative mythologies such as Marxism, Freudian psychoanalysis, astrology,
or new pseudo-religions. Nostalgia for the absolute, Steiner suggests, is
“representative of the great current of thought and feeling in Europe we
call romanticism” (Steiner 1997, 6). This metaphysical kind of nostalgia,
Steiner writers, “was directly provoked by the decline of Western man and
society, of the ancient and magnificent architecture of religious certitude.
Like never before, today at this point in the twentieth century, we hunger
for myths, for total explanation: we are starving for guaranteed prophecy”
(Steiner 1997, 5−6). The nostalgia for a prelapsarian home that Hesse believes awaits the seeker in the East Steiner calls “Orientalism,” arguing that
it “is habitual to Western feeling from the time of the Greek mystery cults
to Freemasonry and beyond” and that it “inspires the work of Hermann
Hesse, of C.G. Jung and, to some extent, of T.S. Eliot” (Steiner 1997, 44).
It is the same kind of nostalgia for the absolute, one is tempted to
conclude, that drove Xu Xu in his postwar fiction that was written around
the time Steiner made his observations to turn to the fantastic and surreal
as an ultimate recourse for his protagonists’ nostalgia. Xu Xu had already
displayed an intense interest in the fantastic in his pre-war fiction. In works
like The Goddess of the Arabian Sea or Ghost Love, Xu Xu used the fantastic as a literary device in order to appropriate modernist European literary techniques and aesthetics, Bergsonian phenomenology in particular,
and to challenge the politicization of literature by mostly leftists writers
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(Green 2011, 68−69). However, for the most part, the fantastic in his prewar fiction eventually was unmasked as merely uncanny encounters or else
as dreams from which the narrator awoke in the end. Xu Xu’s use of the
fantastic in his post-war fiction from Hong Kong was of a different nature,
as is evident in the two novellas The All-Souls Tree 百靈樹 (1954) and Departed Soul 離魂 (1964). In both novellas, the embrace of the fantastic and
the surreal as the driving plot element is a clear manifestation of an impulse
Löwy identifies as the utopian projection of every romantic artistic creation: a world of beauty created by the imagination in the present (Löwy
2001, 23). If romantic writers in the West had discovered the fantastic as
an artistic weapon against the constraints of reason dictated by enlightenment thinkers, as Löwy argues, twentieth-century surrealist writers in the
West like André Breton discovered its appeal “as a secular alternative to the
religious stranglehold on access to the universe of the non-rational” (Löwy
2001, 217).
In The All-Souls Tree, a first-person narrator recounts his experience
during a sojourn in Taiwan in the early 1950s. On trip to Mount Ali, the
narrator meets Xiancheng, a beautiful yet reticent girl who had only recently relocated to Taiwan from China. One stormy night, the narrator notices
how Xiancheng sneaks out of their hostel. He follows her, and finds her
greatly disturbed under an all-souls tree 百靈樹, insisting that the wailing
sound of the wind in the tree crown is the wailing of her fiancé from whom
she had been separated during the civil war on the mainland and who, she
is certain, must have died. When a few days later, the narrator wants to pay
Xiancheng a visit, he finds her house full of mourners. It turns out that
Xiancheng committed suicide after receiving a telegram that informed her
of her fiancé’s death. He had died, we learn, on the night of the storm.
Even more pronounced is the evocation of the fantastic in Departed
Soul. A first-person narrator loses his wife not long after their marriage.
Overcome by grief, he frequently dreams of her and often visits her grave,
until he leaves Shanghai when it is occupied by the Japanese. After the
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war, he returns to Shanghai where he starts a relationship with the singer
Yuanxiang. When during an outing, they pass a wedding ceremony, the
narrator suddenly has a flashback of his own wedding and causes a serious car accident in which Yuanxiang dies. The narrator himself falls into
a coma during which he frequently encounters his former wife. Finally released from hospital, the narrator decides to visit his wife’s grave and he
encounters a young woman dressed in a grey gown who has an uncanny
resemblance with his wife. Doubtful at first, he becomes convinced that
she is in fact his former wife, especially after overhearing a conversation
between her and an old woman in whose house they hide from a sudden
rainstorm. But when he returns there after a few days, he finds the house
abandoned, and is told by a farmer that the owner died many years ago. Yet
when he looks back one last time, he sees “[…] just for a moment, […] the
figure of the woman in the grey gown” (Xu 1971, 18).7
Unlike in Xu Xu’s pre-war stories, the fantastic in Xu’s post-war fiction
is no longer questioned by a supposedly enlightened narrator who needs to
be convinced of its marvelous nature. Nor is the fantastic unmasked as the
merely uncanny when the narrator awakes from a dream, as often happened
at the end of his early stories. In both The All-Souls Tree and Departed Soul,
the fantastic event is witnessed and faithfully recounted by the narrator
who passes no judgement on its probability. While the use of the fantastic
in these novellas clearly echoes Xu’s own aesthetic preferences discussed
above, it also mirrors European twentieth-century artistic currents that
embraced the fantastic, the mythical, and the surreal. As a literary movement, especially as articulated by André Breton, surrealism claimed to take
in the whole spectrum of human activity, “embracing hitherto neglected
areas of life like dreams and the unconscious” (Ades 1994, 124). Its celebration of myths, Löwy further reminds us, facilitated the articulation of
“the innermost emotion of human being […] in its haste to express itself ”
7

Lihun 離魂 has been translated into English by Eudora Yu as Woman in the Mist.
I am quoting from Yu’s translation, but decided to render the title as Departed Soul.
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(Löwy 2001, 218). Xu likewise shared this preference for the mythical in
literature and art, something he believed was largely lacking in modern
Chinese literature. In an obituary for Lin Yutang 林語堂 (1895−1976),
Xu remembers how he had discussed this question with Lin, stating that
writers and thinkers like Lu Xun, Zhou Zuoren or Hu Shi all lacked a sense
of mysticism 神祕感. In the West, Xu continues, thinkers like Rousseau
had also lacked it, while “Blaise Pascal and Henri Bergson both were imbued with plenty of mysticism” (Xu 2003, 81).
In twentieth-century painting, the impulse to incorporate the fantastic, the illogical and poetic mythology is nowhere more apparent than in
the work of Marc Chagall (1887−1985). Especially his dreamlike evocations of his childhood home in Belarus, characterized by scenes of pastoral
beauty, joyful musicians, and blissful lovers hovering in a blue sky invite
the viewer to assume what Anne Goldman describes as an “angelic gaze”
(Goldman 2008, 17). “Chagall paints dreams,” she writes, “the language
of space speaking for time, the high-flown perspectives of the canvases carrying us far away from the present” (Goldman 2008, 17). Like Xu’s fiction, Chagall’s canvasses are imbued with nostalgia, a nostalgia that, in the
context of the Soviet Union’s refusal to embrace Chagall, Goldman finds
almost perplexing and touching. Like Xu Xu, Chagall was an exile. Finding
a home in France after the Russian Revolution and the First World War,
he ends up as a refugee from the holocaust in New York. Here, his beloved
wife Bella passed away from an infection in 1944. Yet on his canvas, the past
becomes the same light-filled pre-lapsarian Eden as Xu Xu’s pre-war childhood home in his Hong Kong novellas. Chagall’s natal Vitebsk remains
the place where he found sublime love, just like Shanghai for Xu Xu before
he went into exile. Yet nostalgia in Chagall’s paintings – just like nostalgia
found in Xu Xu’s post-war fiction – is not the expression of a yearning for
a concrete place or time. Instead, the past and the people and places that
come alive in the dreamscapes captured on Chagall’s warm and colorful
canvasses are poetic sanctuaries for his inner self. Chagall himself rejected
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the use of the term ‘fantasy’ to describe his work. “All our interior world is
reality,” he asserted in interview from 1944, “and that perhaps more so than
our apparent world. To call everything that appears illogical ‘fantasy’ […]
would be practically to admit not understanding nature” (Chipp 1968:
440). Xu Xu must have sensed an artistic affinity to Chagall—how else can
one explain that he chose to adorn the cover of his anthology Step by Step,
Mr. Everyman 小人物的上進 (1964) that contained the novella Departed Soul with Chagall’s painting “Ciel d’Hiver (L’Accordéoniste)” (1942–
50), an oil painting that shows a young woman and young accordion player
drifting through a wintry sky, high above a rural landscape? (See Fig. 1).
In The All-Souls Tree and Departed Soul, Xu expresses his idealistic tendencies and his artistic belief that interior worlds shape external
reality. Both stories also underscore Xu Xu’s aesthetic preference for the
use of nostalgia. However, as with Bird Talk, nostalgia ultimately is place
and time unspecific and is foremost the expression of the melancholic
conviction that in the present reality something precious has been lost.
Xu Xu’s physical exile in Hong Kong only partly explains the frequency
with which nostalgia is invoked in his fiction. Xu Xu’s celebration of the
pastoral paradise of his childhood home or the use of the fantastic as a
way to project interior worlds were as much political gestures in defiance of authoritarian policies regarding literature and art in China and
Taiwan as they were the aesthetic gestures that connect Xu Xu to a global romantic revival in the twentieth century. If romanticism is indeed a
weltanschauung or worldview, as Michael Löwy asserts, that may be expressed in quite diverse cultural realms (Löwy 2001, 14), then Xu Xu’s
fiction clearly possesses the virtue of enabling the critic to “recognize the
cultural multiplicity of romanticism” (Löwy 2001, 7). To describe Xu
Xu’s aesthetics as a form of “transnational Chinese romanticism” is above
all a heuristic gesture. Romanticism as a conceptual tool can help us discern the shared features and preoccupations of a set of twentieth-century
texts all of which respond to similar historical circumstances in similar
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fashion. It is through the lens of this redefined romanticism, then, that
Xu Xu’s oeuvre partakes in what Löwy describes as a highly diverse global
literary modernity and that the fantastic becomes the key for Xu Xu’s
readers to finding metaphysical sanctuaries while inhabiting an imperfect
present.

Fig. 1.
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